• A Masterwork of a Great British Sculptor:
The Titanic Memorial in Belfast j a m e s s t e V e n s c u r l E arly in the morning of 15 April 1912, the White Star liner RMS Titanic (then the largest ship afloat), having struck an iceberg, sank on her maiden voyage from Southampton to New York City. The force of the collision apparently buckled the plates and popped the rivets (although there are other theories concerning the cause and effects). The loss of over fifteen hundred lives was a disaster seared into British national consciousness, with particular resonances in Southampton and, especially, in Belfast, where the shipyard (then the largest in the world) of Harland & Wolff, builders of the Titanic and her sister ships, Olympic and Britannic, was situated.
Within a few days of news of the catastrophe reaching Belfast, it was proposed that the local victims should be commemorated with a memorial, and Belfast Corporation passed a motion to that effect on 1 May 1912: the City of Belfast recognized "with unbounded pride" that in the "hour of trial the fortitude of her sons failed not," and although the city mourned her dead, she rejoiced "in having given to the world men who could so nobly die" (qtd. in Barczewski 222) . A proposal that a memorial should be erected was formally tabled on 3 May 1912 at a meeting in the city hall chaired by the distinguished philanthropist and politician Julia McMordie, wife of Ronald James McMordie (the lord mayor of Belfast); the McMordies had both been present at the well-publicized launch of Titanic the previous June (McCaughan 90), an event that celebrated the achievements of Belfast's industry and craftsmanship at a time when anxieties about the future of Ulster were stirring grave political upheavals and violent passions.
Very soon, it was resolved to erect an "appropriate public Memorial . . . on the most prominent site available" in order to "keep green" the memory of those lost and to record their "heroism" and their "devotion to duty" (Cameron 83). The matter of the design and character of the monument was referred to a special subcommittee for consideration and, by the end of the following month, over £1,000 had been raised, of which around a third was donated by the public: £200 was donated by employees of Harland & Wolff; more than £350 came from members of the Andrews family (Thomas Andrews, Chief Designer and from 1907 Managing Director of Harland & Wolff, went down with the ship); and just over £100 came from the White Star Line (Cameron 83). In July 1912, Mrs. McMordie requested of the Improvement Committee a site for the proposed monument, and the city surveyor reported that a suitable spot was Donegall Square North .
In due course, Sir Thomas Brock was commissioned to design and make the memorial, and he began work once the contract was confirmed by the corporation, in January 1913. Brock had completed many unfinished works begun by his teacher, Irish sculptor John Henry Foley, including the huge monument to Daniel O'Connell in Dublin and the gilded bronze figure of Prince Albert in Kensington Gardens, London, but he was also responsible for the massive Queen Victoria Memorial in front of Buckingham Palace, which earned him his knighthood, in 1911 . The Titanic memorial was not the only contribution Brock made to Belfast's collection of monumental sculptures: he also made the statue of Queen Victoria that stands in front of Sir Alfred Brumwell Thomas's city hall, as well as the statue of Sir Edward James Harland in the city hall grounds .
Erection of the memorial was delayed by World War I, and Brock's wonderful creation ( fig. 1) was not put up on its island site in Donegall Square North until June 1920. It was unveiled by Field Marshal Sir John Denton Pinkstone French. The memorial is of Carrara marble, set on a pedestal of granite inscribed with the names of those "gallant Belfast men" who died in the disaster (Cameron 84). They are in shipboard rank rather than alphabetical order, so at the head of the list on one side is the name of Thomas Andrews. Nine victims were members of Harland & Wolff 's workforce, who were aboard the ship to identify and rectify any problems on the maiden voyage (that workforce included Andrews, the assistant manager of the electrical department, the chief draughtsman, the foreman fitter, the leading hand gitter, and, poignantly, an apprentice joiner, apprentice electrician, apprentice plumber, and apprentice fitter), and the others were crew members (including a junior assistant engineer, an assistant electrician, an assistant ship's surgeon, a junior sixth engineer, a deck engineer and assistant, an assistant boilermaker, a greaser, a steward, three firemen, and a trimmer). There were also a few passengers with Ulster connections travelling onboard. The pedestal, fitted with two fountains, supports the impressive marble group dominated by the exquisite female figure-the epitome of well-bred Edwardian elegance and beauty-holding a bronze wreath that she is about to cast on the waters below. She is a personification in female form of Death (θάνατος) and, in the waves, two pretty sea nymphs support the figure of a drowned seaman. It is a moving and very assured composition, finely carved and designed with taste ( fig. 2) .
In time, the position of the memorial on its island site proved problematic because of heavy traffic, and in 1959, Belfast Corporation determined to move it to the eastern part of the grounds of the city hall, where it stands today. The move cost £1,200 (Cameron 87-88), but in the process, the fountains were removed. In 1994, the Consarc Design Group of Belfast was commissioned to carry out extensive and comprehensive restoration and repairs, including reinstatement of the fountains (Cameron 88), and in 2011-12, fig. 2 : The Titanic Memorial from the south-east. the monument was again renovated and cleaned (including recarving and repainting the lettering on the pedestal to make it legible) and installed as the centrepiece of a new Memorial Garden, which was declared open in a ceremony held in April 2012 and at which the lord mayor, Niall Ó Donnghaile, unveiled the bronze plaque on which the more than fifteen hundred victims, including passengers and crew, are listed in alphabetical order, although at least two of those who died in the disaster are thought to have been travelling under assumed names, so their identities and origins are unknown. On that solemn occasion, wreaths were also laid by Jack Martin, great-nephew of John E. Simpson, assistant ship's surgeon, and David McVeigh, on behalf of Harland & Wolff ("Titanic"). Today, the new garden and its noble centrepiece do Belfast considerable credit and are dignified additions to the grounds of Sir Alfred Brumwell Thomas's great Edwardian creation; it is, in my opinion, the grandest municipal building anywhere in the British Isles.
One of the major problems of commemoration in public statuary and monuments over the last century or so has been the poverty-stricken language of Modernism. If there is no vocabulary, there cannot be a language, and a few cheap clichés will not fill the gaping void. Abstractions mean little to ordinary mortals, and without recognizable symbols, subtleties, and skilled artistry, a monument can merely become an embarrassment, as is all too obvious in numerous instances of contemporary memorial art. When a major disaster occurs, impacting local communities, local pride, and local families, only great art, employing resonant symbolism (as opposed to allegory), can rise to the occasion, and the exemplar chosen here does exactly that. However, the distinction between a symbol, representing what something is, and an allegory, suggesting what something is not, lies in theology, and that is beyond the grasp of a populace whose sensibilities are daily being blunted by the banalities of popular "culture." True culture has to be worked at, studied, and pondered, requiring time and effort that few are prepared to expend in a benighted, infantile age of deadly superficiality, minute attention spans, and instant gratification (Curl). Brock's great memorial, however, is a deeply satisfactory and emotionally charged work of real artistic worth. It is filled with meaning and is instantly accessible yet noble, beautiful, and firmly linked with a great European tradition of commemoration.
